Although it has been fashionable lately to read Old English poetry as being critical of the values of heroic culture, the heroic idiom is the main, and perhaps the only, marker of quality in Old English poetry. Considering in turn the 'sacred heroic' in Genesis A and Andreas, the 'mock heroic' in Judith and Riddle 51, and the fiercely debated status of Byrhtnoth and Beowulf in The Battle of Maldon and Beowulf, this discussion suggests that modern scholarship has confused the measure with the measured. Although an uncritical heroic idiom may not be to modern critical tastes, it is suggested here that the variety of ways in which the heroic idiom is used to evaluate and mark value demonstrates the flexibility and depth of insight achieved by Old English poets through their apparently limited subject matter.
[Listen! We have heard of twelve victory-blessed heroes in days long past, thegns of the prince under the stars. Their power in warfare did not weaken when banners clashed, after they parted (from each other), just as the lord himself, the high-king of the heavens, assigned them their lot. They were men famous across the world-leaders bold and keen for war, strong warriors when shield and hand defended the helmet on battlefields and plains of war.]
Of course, the heroic action here is metaphorical, not literal: it is battle against spiritual, not physical foes. 10 Yet it is worth noting the absence of any other indicators of quality. There is no mention of the apostles' piety, faith, or mercy; their heroic status is enough to assert their quality. Thus, even in a context in which other attributes might be considered an essential indicator of these characters' status, the heroic idiom serves as a sufficient measure of their quality.
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And, third, Holofernes is too merry, shouting and laughing so loudly that mihten fira bearn feorran gehyran 'the sons of men could hear him from far away'(24), until he falls unconscious into his bed, swa he nyste raeda nanne / on gewitlocan 'as if he did not know any wisdom in his mind ' (68b-69a) . The situation here may be familiar to current urban youth culture, but it jars with a narrative of heroism.
The unease caused by the excessive feast may serve as a cue to look a bit more closely at what at first glance seems to be the standard, poetic language of heroic culture. On closer examination, the heroic epithets which are generously bestowed upon Holofernes and the At some point during the reading or hearing of Judith, therefore, a discerning audience becomes aware of the discrepancy between language and action and begins to approach each new heroic epithet critically. Such an audience is likely to notice some interesting things about Holofernes' Assyrian soldiers as well. For example, these men are described as niðe rofra … rinca 'warriors strong in malice'(53a-4a). Such an epithet should indicate that they are formidable foes, but in this case they bear this attribute not as they face their enemies, but as they fearfully await an appointment with Holofernes. One of their number is called a 23 Cf. Tyler 1992, p. 17. 24 Some critics have, however, viewed Hrothgar as an ironic figure; see, for example, Irving 1987; DockrayMiller 1998; DeGregorio 1999, pp. 314-34. 12 stercedferðe 'fierce-hearted' (55b) warrior, but his role is to announce not battle-tidings but 'love'-tidings-the arrival of Judith, an event which normally would require little fierceness.
In addition, these haeleða bearna 'sons of heroes' (51a), like many in the literature, are rondwiggende 'shield-bearers' (11a), but they seem to carry those shields into strange places, where they do not belong. For example, although Beowulf and his men were obliged to leave their shields outside when they arrived at Heorot (Beowulf 397-8), the Assyrians seem to bring them along to the feast: Overall, it seems that the Assyrians carry their weapons with them in every circumstance, with one exception: the battlefield.
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It could, of course, be argued that the poet did not expect such a literal-minded audience, and that the text merely refers to the Assyrians as men who are generally possessors of weapons.
Perhaps we should read lindwiggende as 'men who often carry shields, even if they are not doing so right now'-as opposed to 'men carrying shields at this very moment'. Such an interpretation would remove much of the humour that I see in the poem, but it would not invalidate the overall argument. The point is that the poet applies heroic epithets to these men at the specific moments when they are not doing anything that warrants them-or indeed, when they are doing things unworthy of heroes, such as drinking beyond moderation or bullying an unarmed woman. 26 The references to the bravery and battle-gear of the Assyrians constitute a great deal of sound and fury about nothing, since the battle has not yet begun. Yet their irony become particularly pointed as the text proceeds, for when the battle does begin, we find that it is not simply that the Assyrians are 'too big for their boots '-or, in this case, for their weapons and epithets. Rather, they are unworthy to bear the language and equipment of heroism at all.
These heroic epithets thus point to the Assyrians not as worthy opponents but rather as an inversion of a heroic people. 27 The evidence for what has up to now been subtle contempt comes when these haeleða bearna 'sons of heroes' (51a) find their leader and treasure-giver [Sorrowful in mind, they threw down their weapons and, weary-hearted, they left to hasten in flight.]
The emphasis on the Assyrians' state of mind is characteristic of the poem; as Tyler has noted, the density of reference to words for 'heart' and 'mind' in this poem is comparable to 27 Cf. The Hebrews, haeleð higerofe 'brave-hearted heroes' (302a) and sceotend 'archers' (304b) who þearle gelyste / gargewinnes 'dearly wanted a spear-struggle' (306b-7a), are sigore geweorðod 'honoured with victory' (298b), and dome gedyrsod 'exalted with glory' (299a).
They bear fagum swyrdum 'bloody swords' (301b), cut a herpað 'war-path' (303b) through their enemies by cutting down their enemies' scildburh 'shield-wall' (305a), and fight fromlice 'boldly' (301a). In contrast, the Assyrians are a laðra lindwerod 'shield-troop of loathsome ones' (297a) , a laðra gemong 'crowd of the loathsome ones' (304a), and a laðan cynnes 'loathsome race' (310a) that flees and on greot gefeoll 'fell in the dirt' (307b). The strong emphasis on the Assyrians' loathsomeness derives from their failure of quality: their decidedly unheroic actions, performed in the context of their own heroic epithets, mark them out for derision and disgust even more than their heathen status, which is not even mentioned in this passage, although it features three times in the depiction of Holofernes.
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Judith provides perhaps the most straightforward example of the mock heroic in Old English poetry. 31 The text is rife with irony, but, like The Rape of the Lock, the target of that irony is not heroism itself, but those who fail to live up to its standards. 32 The heroic idiom serves as the measure and guarantee of quality: both Assyrians and Hebrews reveal their quality by the respective appropriateness of the heroic language applied to them.
Riddle 51: Sending Up the Scribe
While critics may disagree regarding the interpretation of Judith's irony, there is, at least, some consensus that irony exists in the poem. In other texts, however, the presence of irony is much less certain. Riddle 51, for example, has not previously been identified as an ironic text; its use of the heroic idiom has been taken to indicate the value associated with writing.
If, however, the heroic idiom provides criteria against which to measure quality, the poem may contain some unexpected humour at the expense of the scribe.
Ic seah wraetlice wuhte feower samed siþian; swearte waeran lastas, 30 The Assyrians are only designated as 'heathen' at line 216a. Holofernes is called heathen at 98b, 110a, and 179a.
31 Andreas provides a rather more complicated example. For discussion, see, for example, Hamilton 1972, pp. 156-7; Irving 1983, pp. 229-30; and Wilcox 2003 . Leaving unstille and dreag (5b) untranslated for the moment, and leaving aside the well recognised signs of literacy in lines 2-3, 33 the discussion here will focus on the stranger in the midst of this scriptorium context: the winnende wiga, the 'striving warrior'(6a). Of course, as already noted, Old English poetry characteristically employs the heroic idiom metaphorically:
warrior-saints fight spiritual battles against the devil, using spiritual weapons. In the Exeter Book Riddles, the battle trope receives even more varied development. For example, a storm is a warrior advancing into battle (Riddle 3); an anchor stands firm in its war with the wind and waves (Riddle 16); the sun drives the moon into exile (Riddle 29); and fire is a warrior that must be carefully watched (Riddle 50). It is perhaps not so strange, then, to find a warrior in the scriptorium, even if this wiga 'warrior' is notably lacking in heroic equipment, companions, attitude, and action.
It is possible, and, indeed, most common to assume that the riddle's use of the heroic idiom constitutes an appropriation of the value associated with heroic action for what might otherwise have been thought of as the rather unheroic act of writing. That is, although stationary and devoid of danger, writing is exalted as an activity equivalent to glorious warfare, and thus appropriately associated with faeted gold 'gold ornamentation' in the last line. 34 The value associated with the heroic idiom is thus ascribed to the world of writing.
Underlying this transferral of value is the idea of the scribe, the winnende wiga 'striving warrior' (6a), as a miles Christi 'soldier of Christ' doing battle against the devil through the labour of copying sacred texts, 35 and there is evidence elsewhere that suggests that some scribes were indeed seen as fighting for God in this way. 36 Yet, while this understanding is possible, the text provides nothing to ensure that such a connection is made, for there is no mention of the conflict itself, of demonic enemies, or of even the spiritual value of the words in the manuscript. The results of this labour remain lastas 'tracks' (2b); they are not even words, much less sacred words, and even less blows against the devil. Indeed, the warrior's labour is limited to wegas taecneþ 'show[ing] the ways' to his fingers and pen. Elsewhere, the situation is quite different: as we have already seen in the opening to Andreas, for example, spiritual battles include weapons, courage, violence, and, in particular, explicitly specified glory. Although the weapons and the acts of violence are metaphorical, they are, 34 Treasure can be an icon of moral worth in the context of the heroic idiom; see Tyler 2006, p. 13; cf. Leisi 1952-3. 35 69 For a thoughtful discussion of Hrethel's death and its implications for the poem as a whole, see Georgianna 1987 , but see also Jurasinski 2006, pp. 113-48 for an important distinction between the 'craving' and 'duty' for revenge.
Conclusion
My argument has been focused on refuting the tendency among modern scholars to confuse the measure with the measured-to interpret Old English poetry as being critical of its 
